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François Crépin and the Discovery of Rosa gigantea

M.S.Viraraghavan

It was the 2nd of June 1888 when M. François Crépin received the first
specimen of R. gigantea collected by General Sir Henry Coilett in Burma (now
called Myanmar). Crépin's observations are best detailed in his own words:

Extract of the Report of the July 2, 1888 Session of the Belgian Royal Society
of Botany Bulletin, Volume XXVII, 2nd part....

“DESCRIPTION OF NEW ASIATIC ROSE, By François Crépin, Director of the
National Botanical Garden, Brussels

Last June 2nd, Mr David Prain, Conservator of the Seebpore Botanical
Garden, near Calcutta, sent me four beautiful flowering branchlets of a rose
collected by General Collett in the Shan Hills between the Kingdom of Burma
and the Kingdom of Siam. Mr Prain, in a letter accompanying the specimens,
said  that  Mr.  Collett  himself  described  this  rose  as  a  magnificent  species,
sprawling over rocks and climbing into trees,  having a pure white  flower 5
inches in diameter.

If  the species is new, Mr Collett  himself  wishes to give it the name:
Rosa  gigantea.  To  judge  by  the  specimens  I  received,  this  rose  is  truly
magnificent  and  it  appears  to  be  very  vigorous;  its  corolla  is  certainly  the
largest one to be found among single rose flowers.

It is known that, in R. indica Auct., the infloresecence is nearly always
multi-flowered and provided with bracts. So if one assumes that R. gigantea
ordinarily  has  a  multi-flowered  inflorescence  and  that  the  single  is the
exception, one would probably be right to classify' it in the Indicae section.

It remains to be seen if the species is remontant as is R. indica.

While  awaiting  additional  information,  I  will  give  a  description  of  this
rose, that admits it provisionally as a species.

Rosa gigantea Collett Mss. (Sect. Indicae?).

Unifloral  inflorescence,  usually  without  bracts,  trifoliate  leaves  thick
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smooth  pedicel;  ovary  large,  ovoid,  attenuated  towards  the  two
extremitites, glaucescent, smooth; flower bud large, ovoid el'ongate (4 cms to
sepals'  end);  sepals  very  long  and  entire,  tapering  from  the  base  to  the
summit, slightly dilated at the tip, whitish pubescent on the internal face and
along the sides, which have fine glands reflexing at antithesis. One completely
spread out corolla measured 12 centimetres in diameter!

This rose is unpublished and appears to constitute a distinct species.  In
my opinion it should be classified as being closely relate00d to R. indica Auct.
non L. (1). Does it belong in the section that I named Indicae? This is quite
possible but I would need supplemental information to be able to decide this
question.

Whatever the case, General Collett's discovery is worth bringing to the
attention of scientists and rose fanciers (amateurs). If any one succeeds in
introducing  R.  gigantea  into  Europe,  and  in  growing  it  will  enrich  choice
collections by its enormous corolla and beautiful foliage; moreover it will be, by
crossing it with other species, the source, of hybrid products probably superior
to those of R. indica. "

It  is  evident  from  the  above  that  M.  François  Crépin  was  no  mere
taxonomist.  He was obviously a lover of roses, which is far more important
from the rose fancier's point of view. Subsequently, the question whether R.
gigantea was indeed a new species and the fact that it was also to be found in
India (Manipur) was confirmed.

Let  us  again  reproduce  Crépin's  own  words  from  the  Extract  ol  the
Report  of  the  January  12,  1889  Session  of  the  Belgian  Royal  Society  of
Botany Bulletin, Volume XXVIII, 2nd part, para 14.

"NEW OBSERVATIONS ON ROSA GIGANTEA COLLETT" 

by François Crépin

Since I  first  described Rosa gigantea Collett  (1),  I  have been able to
examine  some  new  materials  that  allow  me  to  complete  the  earlier
description.  Besides  what  I  received  from General  Collett,  I  also  obtained
some pieces of information it would be useful to know.
(I) See Extract of the Report of the July 2nd 1888 Session of the Belgian Royal
Society of Botany Bulletin, Vol. XXVII, 2nd para, Pgs 146-150.

In a letter to me which he wrote at Meikrites (High Burma) dated July
29th the botanist informed me that he found R. gigantea in villages of Myromati,
Pwehta,  Kalow,  Koni,  etc.,  that  are located  in Myelat  district  (High Burma)
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latitude: N 20°40' Longitude E 96°30', at an altitude between 4000 and 5000
feet.  The species even if uncommon, is not rare as is it was observed by my
correspondent in 14 or 15 different places in Myelat district.  Its canes that may
reach 30 and even 40 feet long, climb on rocks, trees and shrubs.

In  the  Shan Hills  district  where  R.  gigantea  grows,  frosts  are  almost
unknown, suggesting that this rose should be at least in central Europe some
what protected against our winter's frost, or grown in well sheltered places.

With Mr Collett's letter was a deflorate specimen crowned by a much
swollen receptacle (diam: 12mm). This thick walled receptacle was extremely
hard although gathered in April (1888) and still contained very young ovaries.

The sample, composed only of a secondary branch is totally unarmed,
as were the previously described ones.

Earlier, I had asked the General whether the R. gigantea inflorescence
was uniflorous, and whether its stems are armed with prickles. He answered
that indeed there are prickles, and that the inflorescences are uniflorous, but
was unable to affirm that it was always so.

Last November, I had the unexpected opportunity to learn more about the
new species from Burma. In a parcel of roses sent to me for identification by
the Berlin Botanical Museum, there, were six specimens of a species collected
by Mr. G Watt, with the following label: " 6320. Rosa... Khongui. 6000 ft. April
1882'. Attached to one sample is a small label reading: 'Field no '6404. Herb.
G Watt'.  These six samples are none other than R. gigantea!!-of which the
nine inflorescences are all uniflorous, each one accompamied by a basal 1-3-
5 foliate leaf. Floriferous branches are usually unarmed, or, rarely, bear 1 to 3
small hooked prickles. On a robust length of stem will  sometimes be found
strongly hooked, thick, short, dispersed and rather numerous prickles more or
less reminiscent of those of those R. arvensis Huds.

Suspecting that the Kew Herbarium might contain other samples from the
same collector, I hastened writing to Mr Nicholson, asking him to undertake
some searches. Obliging as usual, he responded immediately that in Kew's
collections  were  two herbarium sheets  of  this  kind:  one labelled  'April17th
1882 at Kongui', the other labelled 'At Sirohfurar on April 11th 1882, 6000ft'. In
a handwritten note, this Rose is referred to as Rosa macrocarpa Watt. On the
first  sheet,  one inflorescence is  triflorous  the  others  are uniflorous;  on the
second sheet all the inflorescenes are uniflorous.

The name macrocarpa is probably justified by this species' fruit size. In
the Berlin Museum Herbarium, there are two fruits the look nf\ which makes
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one  think  that  they  were  one  year  old  when  the  blooming  samples  were
gathered.  Broadly  ovoid,  their  diameter  measures  from 15 to  18  mm.  The
sepals  which  were  absent  (in  these  materials)  appear  very  reflexed  post
anthesis and during maturation. (1).

Mr G Watt's discovery considerably widens R. gigantean’s dispersion,
area since Munipur of Manipur province, where this collector observed it, is
more than 50’ N from Burma's Shan Hills. Perhaps this remarkable species
spreads east to south western Chinese provinces"

______________________________________________________________

(1) While printing this notice, I received from the Calcutta Botanical Garden
Director, M.G. King, two mature R. gigantea fruits with 30 achenes that were
sown. These fruits are big, pyriform, about as wide as long (23 to 24mm), walls
very thick, the flesh of which when dessicated becomes very hard and horny,
with  the  cavity  of  the  ovary  very  small,  relatively.  Sepals  reflexing  and
apparently persistent. Achenes very big: 6.6 mm long by 5.7 mm wide. 

(Note added while in the press).

The next stage was the flowering of this great rose in Europe which is
described  in  vivid  detail  in  the  English  gardening  journal  “The  Gardener's
Chronicle" issues of March 4th 1905 and May 11th 1912 which are reproduced
below.

The Gardeners' Chronicle, March 4th 1905

Rosa gigantea (see supplementaiy illustration)
"In 1889 we received from Sir  George King then the Director  of  the

Calcutta  Botanic  Garden,  some  seeds  of  this  noble  Rose,  which  were
distributed among those likely to succeed in its culture. Probable seeds were
distributed from other  sources also.  Mr.  GEORG PAUL informs us that  he
raised seedlings from'this Rose, but that they damped off; and the same fate
befell others raised by Mr. LEACH. Some disappointment has been felt, at the
circumstance that while the Rose grows with the greatest freedom, as at Kew
and elsewhere, flowers have only  very rarely been produced. Eventually in
1898  Lord  BROUGHAM had  the  satisfaction  of  flowering  the  plants  in  his
garden at  Cannes.  In his “List  of  Roses now in cultivation at  the Chateau
Eleonore at Cannes” published in 1898,  his lordship mentions the plant as
having flowered in  his garden for the first  time in Europe last  month (April
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1898 presumbly). He gives a photographic representation of it and describes it
as -

“A splendid  plant,  making growths of  40 feet  or  more,  with  rambling
branches armed with irregular prickles of moderate size, often in pairs at base
of  leaves,  which  are  about  3  inches  long  and  glabrous.  The  flowers  are
solitary, about 6 inches in diameter. Which size will not unlikely be increased
when the plant is older and stonger, of a golden with yellow centre containing
an  unusual  quantity  of  pollen.  Petals  large,  broad,  imbricated;  disc  large,
styles much exserted, free, villous; stamens long. The most desirable and by
far the finest single Rose I have ever seen. It does not seem to be very hardy
and is subject to mildew (as it is also here). The bud is long, larger, but very
closely resembles that of Madame Marie Lavalée, and of a pure gold colour.
This  Rose  when  in  flower  should  obviously  be  shaded,  as  the  sun  soon
extracts the gold from the blooms, leaving behind a substitute of dirty white. At
a short distance the flowers bear a close resemblance to a Clematis.”

Mr. F. CANT of Colchester, also succeeded in flowering it, but with such
indifferent results that he discarded the Rose as useless for his purposes.

Then  came  Mr.  LEACH,  the  gardener  to  the  DUKE  OF  NORTH-
UMBERLAND at Albury, Surrey, who succeeded in 1903 in including the plant
to  produce two flowers,  the first  of  which was just  on 6 inches across.  In
February 1904, the same specimen produced about a dozen flowers and this
year Mr. LEACH had the satisfaction of seeing 28 blooms on his plant, some
of which were exhibited at the Royal Horticultural Society on Tuesday last,
and secured for the exhibitor the award of a Cultural Commendation and a
Botanical Certificate. Mr. LEACH cultivates the plant  in a Peach-house, and
the shoots are trained down on the wires.

The  colour  of  the  flowers  exhibited  was  ivory-white,  and  the  foliage
showed more pair of leaflets to each leaf than is represented in our illustration.
A good figure is given in the Botanical Magazine, t. 7972 (September 1904),
where the flowers are shown of a pale-prim rose-yellow colour, whilst the bud
has the golden colour mentioned in LORD BROUGHAM's description. There is
no doubt whatever from the glowing descriptions given by travellers, and such
evidence  as  we now  have,  that  this  is  indeed  a  grand  Rose,  and  amply
deserved the award made to it. In due time we doubt not we shall discover
some means of inducing the plant to flower more freely. Up to the present, as
Mr. HEMSLEY says, “every possible method of propagation has been tried
ineffectually in order to obtain flowers more freely in this country, yet it flowers
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profusely on the Rivera.”

Sir GEORGE WATT was the first to discover this Rose (m Manipur), but
the name R. gigantea was first published by the late Sir HENRY COLLETT,
who found the plant in the Shan Hills, Upper  Burmah. More recently it has
been  found  in  South-Western  China  by  Dr.  HENRY  and  others.  We may
therefore expect considerable variation, whilst the colour of the flowers, about
which there has been d diversity of statement, would naturally differ according
to  varying  conditions  and  diverse  stages  of  growth.  Sir  GEORGE  WATT
mentions, that the fruit is edible, as large as a small Apple, and that it is sold in
the bazaars of Manipur State.

Mr. FITZHERBERT, in our columns, May 2, 1903, p. 278. mentions the
species as hardy in South Devon; and we have heard of it as grown on an
outside wall at Reigate, Surrey".

THE GARDENERS' CHONICLE, May 11, 1912

ROSA GIGANTEA
"The flowering of this remarkable Rose at Kew in the spring 1910 (see

Gardeners'  Chronicle June 4, 1910, p. 370) was an event which had been
looked forward  to ever  since its  introduction into  cultivation by General  Sir
Henry Collett, in 1889. At the present time it is again in flower in the Himalayan
wing of the Temperate House, where it  is planted out in a border amongst
Himalayan  and  other  tender  Rhododendrons,  and  has  climbed  high  up
amongst the rafters and iron girders of the roof to a height of about 40 feet. At
such a distance from the ground the beauty of its flowers cannot be perceived,
but a spray is reproduced in fig.156 showing the flowers, which are from 4 to 5
inches in diameter, smaller than natural size. In the bud stage the colour is  a
rich copper, similar to W. Allen Richardson; this shade, however, fades rapidly
as the bloom expands until, when it has been open a day or two, the colour
becomes  ivory  white.  The  stamens  are  a  bright  yellow.  The  calyx  lobes
measure an inch in length, but there are specimens in the Kew Herbarium in
which the lobes are even longer than this. A remarkable feature of the plant is
its extraordinary vigour and the enormous amount of growth which it has made
in former years. Some of the original seedlings raised from seed collected by
General Collett in the Shan States were planted in several of the large houses
at Kew in borders of prepared soil, and quickly made large specimens. Some
of the shoots grew as much as 30 feet long. A large specimen was grown for
10 years or so in the Succulent House, where it grew rampantly. During the
summer  and  autumn  the  lights  on  the  roof  were  let  down  and  the  plant
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exposed to all the sun and light possible, being afterwards tied down close to
the glass and subjected to the dry conditions of the other inmates of this house
during the winter.  Other specimens were grown in the main building of the
Temperate  House,  as  well  as  in  the  Mexican  and  Himalayan  wings.  The
temperature in each of the houses except that of the Himalayan wing, was
sufficiently high to cause the plants to continue in growth all the year round,
but in the Himalayan wing the plant obtained a rest of a few months during
winter. The temperature of this house is never allowed to fall more than a few
degrees below freezing point. When originally planted in this house in 1899 the
plant grew rapidly in the rather stiff loamy soil of the border. The soil, however,
did not suit  many of the other occupants of the house, and in 1906 it was
replaced with a sandy peat. This has had a marked effect upon the rate of
growth of the Rose, the stems being much more slender and the growth more
twiggy generally. It is to the change of soil that I attribute the flowering of the
Rose, and not the hot summer of last year, for it produced flowers last year
after the wet and cold summer of 1910. Cultivators would do well to try the
effect of planting this Rose in a poor soil or where the roots may be restricted.
They should also try the effect of a low temperature during the winter.

A full account of the discovery and histoiy of Rosa gigantea is given in
the Gardeners'  Chronicle,  March 4,1905 p.136.  The figure in the Botanical
Magazine, tab. 7972, does not convey any adequate idea of the beauty of the
flowers, which are depicted as being of a dirty, greenish white.

The  plant  was  originally  discovered  by  Dr.  Watt  in  1882  during  the
Government demarcation survey in Manipur at altitudes of 5-6,000 feet. It was
later discovered by General Sir Henry Collett in the Shan Hills, Upper Burmah.
It has since been collected by Dr. Henry. Mr W. Hancock, and recently by Mr.
George Forrest  in  North-West  Yunnan,  China.  Mr.  Forrest  has  discovered
specimens with rose-coloured flowers, which have been described as variety
erubescens by Focke in Notes of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Edinburgh, v., p.
68. The variety was found in shady situations in the Lang-kong, Hocking, and
Lichiang valleys, and is described by Mr. Forrest as “a semi-scandent shrub of
10-20  feet,  with  rose-pink,  fragrant  flowers.”  Whilst  this  plant  closely
resembles Rosa gigantea in many respects, notably in its calyx lobes and in
several minor details, I am of the opinion that it is distinct. The fruit and seed,
which  are  important  characters  in  determining  Roses,  are  wanting  in  the
herbarium material  of  Focke's  plant,  and I  have little doubt  but that,  when
these are obtained, the plant will prove to be distinct.
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An interesting account  is  given in the Journal  of  the Linnean Society,
xxviii.,  p.  6,  by General  Collett,  of  the conditions under which he found R.
gigantea. Dealing with the flora of the district where  it  grows, he says that it
“was found on a plateau, at altitudes of 4-5,000 feet, where the traveller was at
once struck with the temperate character of the flora. The trees were mostly
Oaks and Pines, whilst the herbaceous plants were represented by species of
Ranunculus, Viola, Hypericum, Clematis, &c.” Dealing with the giant Rose, he
says:--"Only  two  species  of  Rosa  were  seen,  and  both  were  new.  The
beautiful R. gigantea is particularly conspicuous, climbing over the tall forest
trees, from the tops of which the long pendulous branches, covered with very
large, white flowers, hang down in rich profusion. This Rose, which has larger
flowers  probably  than any other  wild  species,  is  seen from  a  considerable
distance in the jungle, reminding one more of a huge Clematis than of a rose...
It  is  only  locally  abundant,  chiefly  in  dark  shady  valleys.  The  other  rose
referred to was R. collettiana, which, I believe, is not yet in cultivation. 

C.P. Raffill. "

This completes the story of the discovery and flowering of R. gigantea.

In the Crépin Herbarium, in Brussels, there are several specimens of the rose
to be seen, including the following:

1st  sheet:  'The original  Collett  specimen  1888.  collected  in  the  Shan  Hills
between Burma and Slam.'

2nd sheet: 'Rosa khongui(?) Munipur 6000 feet. April  1882. Colleced by G.
Watt'

3rd sheet: Abbe Delavayi found R. giganlea in Yunnan, 1890 March. Pinkish
white.

M. François Crépin was also closely associated with the other most distinctive
Indian rose species, R. clinophylla. More on this in the next rose annual.

Indian rose lovers should indeed be grateful to the Director of the  Crépin
Herbarium, in the National Botanic Garden, (NBG) Brussels, Belgium, for the
careful preservation of these important historical records, of such great interest
to us. We are most grateful to Mr Ivan Louette, our Belgian friend who took us to
the NBG and introduced us to the people in charge: and to the authorities at the
National  Botanic  Garden  for  their  ready  assistance  in  tracing  the  records
reproduced in this article when we visited the Herbarium in June 2003.

We are grateful to Mr Gene Waering for his assistance, and to Mr Brent C.
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Dickerson and Mr Pierre  Rutten for  their  translation  of  M.  Crépin's  original
papers from French to English.

To conclude on a personal note, Ivan Louette, who was escorting us in the
N.B.G., told us, when we were in the elevator going up from the Herbarium,
that he was taking us to meet a most important person. I hastily patted my hair
(or what is left of it) in place, but seeing this, Ivan assured me that the V.I. P. was
not one for formalities. When the elevator stopped and we got out, Ivan led us, to
our surprise, to the striking marble bust of François Crépin!! (see photograph).
A practical joke, but a most appropriate way to end our visit to the Herbarium.

Copies of the original articles:

1. Bulletin de la Société royale de botanique de Belgique, 1889,
pgs. 11 - 14

2. The  Gardeners'  chronicle:  a  weekly  illustrated  journal  of
horticulture and allied subjects, 1905, pgs. 136 +  144/5

3. The  Gardeners'  chronicle:  a  weekly  illustrated  journal  of
horticulture and allied subjects, 1912, pgs. 314, 315
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